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Introduction

       Literacy, that is reading/writing/listening/speaking, is the generative subject that lays the foundation for all others (Fadiman, 1959 in Noll, 1995). Literacy is the avenue through which interchange of ideas occurs and through which new cognitive structures (learning/thinking) are built, expressed, and shared. Literacy opens new worlds, providing individuals career choices
, access to higher socioeconomic levels, and understanding of diverse cultures. Literacy is the coveted goal, the prize, of an individual’s education. 

      Each facet of the literacy process has a distinct role. The listening/speaking components of literacy form the foundation for reading and writing
. An individual’s language environment from birth to school age plays a primary role in his or her literacy development. Reading is the generative component of literacy through which an individual can direct his or her own learning through the reading/thinking process—all doors of knowledge are open wide as the individual explores the world of the past and present through printed text. Writing enables the individual to sharpen his or her thinking/processing tool, twisting and turning words to portray new ideas. The permanence of writing through publication and translation enables authors to relay meaning to listeners (readers) that can cross the barriers of time, distance, language, and culture.

     Listening/speaking/reading/writing are complex literacy processes that overlap and interrelate at all levels. These literacy components form the foundation of an individual’s education. Attaining literacy often determines a child’s success or failure in school, even in the earliest stages. 

     The overarching goal of all teachers, particularly elementary school teachers, is literacy (Moran & Calfee, 1993, p. 205). The foundational role of passing literacy on to the next generation is of paramount importance. Because reading lays the foundation for all other subjects—philosophy, history, science—a young person gains access to content areas through the gateway of literacy (Klingner, Vaughn, & Schumm, 1998). Even mathematics requires the gateway of literacy. 

     Consider Gabriel, an eighth grader, grappling with basic math—

     “Gabriel, please read problem number one.”

     Eighth-grade Gabriel stumbled through the problem, “Pr-prince C-c-casp-caspian 

. . . a-a-a . . . what’s that? Oh . . . assembled his . . . his soldier at the bank of the river. Two th-thousand, four hundred twenty had gath-, had gathered by noon. An a- a- what’s that? Oh . . . additional five thousand, ninety arrived after noon. How many soldier arrive in all?”

     After the awkward reading, filled with miscues and grammar errors, the teacher, wishing to clarify the context of the story problem, asked, “Gabriel, what is a bank of a river?”

     A long pause . . . “Uh . . . I don’t know.”

     “Have you ever been to a river?”

     “No.”

     Stunned, the teacher searched her mind for a quick way to fill in the experiential gap.

     “Gabriel, have you ever seen a picture of a river?”

     “Yes.”

     “So you know what a river is?”

     “Yes.”

     “You know then that a river is a long body of water?”

     “Yes.”

     “Well, the bank of the river is not like the bank where you put your money. Are you familiar with a bank where you deposit money into savings and checking accounts?”

     “Yes.”

     “Well, the bank of a river is completely different. The bank of the river is the land near the edge of the river. The bank is the area of land where the land and the water meet. The bank of the river might be where you would choose to sit while you were fishing.”

     “Oh.”

     “So . . . this story problem is about a prince who is gathering his troops by the bank of the river . . . ”

     And so the teacher carried on her tutorial, regularly stopping to clarify experiential and vocabulary gaps that inhibited Gabriel from understanding the context of the problem.

     Two days later, Gabriel, in another telephone tutorial, studied the concept of perimeter. He read aloud, “Ray wants to fence some graz . . . some grazing land for his sheep. He made this sketch of his pas . . . his pasture. How many feet of wire fence does he need?”

     The teacher, wishing to establish the context of the problem, asked the obvious question, “Gabriel, what is a pasture?”

     Long pause . . . then a sudden, confident response, “Dat be du preacher in dee church.” No wonder Gabriel was confused. Having been raised in an urban environment, he had no idea about the meaning of a pasture.

     The teacher then began to describe a pasture (as opposed to a pastor) in an attempt to help Gabriel understand the context of the problem and the need for the fence. Once Gabriel had the basic understanding of the context and the vocabulary of the problem, he quickly solved the perimeter problem with 100% accuracy.

     Just like Gabriel, each student’s language, experience, and background influences his or her interpretation of written code. Students may hear, see, and interpret text differently based upon prior experience. Students’ prior experience is a combination of many interacting variables, including family, culture, language, travel, and literacy experiences, as well as social, emotional, psychological, and spiritual understanding and values. A teacher must continually seek more insight into a student’s background in order to have a better understanding of how to bridge the gap that separates the learner from the printed page. The diagram below illustrates how experience influences the interpretation of code which leads to new cognitive structure. The new cognitive structure can then be expressed linguistically through the writing/speaking components of literacy.
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The challenging aspect of literacy education is that the background experiences students bring to the printed page heavily influence their experiences with the literacy process. In addition, the timing at which students become proficient at different stages of the literacy process vary; thus, students do not always “fit” preconceived institutional timelines. Since we have schools composed of individuals with individual needs (students and teachers), widespread literacy reforms promoting one methodology over another are at great risk of failure. We have seen this failure historically in phonics and whole language literacy reforms.

A Definition of Literacy

     Literacy is the ability to fluently read, write, listen, and speak. Literacy involves all aspects of communication—language, decoding, encoding, and thinking and is a highly constructive, personal process (Yopp, 1997). Throughout this book, we will confine literacy to the reading process, the act of deriving meaning from the printed page. The meaning the reader receives from printed symbols on a page varies, depending upon the reader’s background knowledge and experiences.

Literacy Development

     There are basically five components of the literacy continuum: language acquisition, phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding, and comprehension. Clearly, there are overlaps between these components and some of them continue to develop throughout a lifetime (e.g., language acquisition and comprehension). Many other components are, of course, imbedded in literacy but not mentioned above (e.g., syntax knowledge, vocabulary development, and strategies for increased comprehension). Except in rare instances where a stage, such as phonics, might be bypassed, every person must experience language acquisition, phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding, and comprehension at some level to reach a level of literacy.

     Hallie Kay Yopp, Ph.D. in a recent presentation on phonemic awareness (1997), described the Matthew Effect
. This concept is used by Keith Stanovich of the Ontario Institute of Reading Research to describe the spiraling down (failure) or spiraling up (success) patterns of children in reading. In this illustration, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. The more you have, the more you get; the less you have, the less you get. If you have good phonemic awareness, you can build on this to learn good phonics skills. If you have good phonics skills, you can build on this to learn good decoding skills. If you have good decoding skills, you can build on this to increase comprehension in reading. If you have good comprehension in reading, then you will most likely enjoy reading. If you like reading, you will read more. If you read more, you will become a better reader. Each of these sequential steps assists the student in spiraling upward to success in reading literacy. 

Conversely, if the student has poor phonemic awareness, he or she will have a difficult time accessing good decoding skills. If the child has poor decoding skills, there will be decreased comprehension. If the child has decreased comprehension, the child will dislike reading. If the child dislikes reading, he or she will read less. If the child spends little time reading, the child will not progress as a reader and the gap of where the student should be (as defined by the institution called school), as opposed to where he or she actually is in the literacy process, will become wider (Hasbrouck, Ihnot, & Rogers, 1999).

Language Acquisition

     Clearly, the foundation for reading is language acquisition. Students have various
 needs regarding the amount of time required for them to develop fluency in a particular language, though generally it takes about two years to develop basic interpersonal communications skills (BICS) and about five years to develop cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) (Díaz-Rico & Weed, 1995). Children, speaking a first language other than English and attending a school for the first time, will have more challenges in their acquisition of English reading skills. It is of paramount importance that the home and school work collaboratively to support development in both languages if the child is to grow up as a fully bilingual/bicultural individual.

Phonemic Awareness

      The recent literature and probably the most stunning research in reading during the 21st century, documents a predictive relationship between phonemic awareness and reading acquisition (Yopp, 1997). Because all English words are composed of 44 smaller “sound bites” or phonemes (e.g., sit = /s/ /i/ /t/), a student’s ability to separate these “sound bites” and to understand that these phonemes have visual representations is a key connection in literacy development. Yopp has been heavily involved in documenting this relationship between phonemic awareness and literacy development.

      Yopp (1992), Griffith and Olson (1992), and Snider (1995) all suggest stages 

of phonemic awareness development in Phonemic Awareness and Phonics Instruction (1997). Several stages, with some adaptation, are described on the following page.

Level
What the Student Can Do

Word Awareness
The student can identify the number of words in a sentence.

Q: How many words in this sentence— “I see a puppy.”

A: Four.

Rhyme Recognition


The student recognizes two words that rhyme.

Q: Does sat and rat rhyme?

A: Yes.

Q: Does sat and sit rhyme?

A: No.

Rhyme Production


The student, when given a word (e.g., bat), can produce other words (e.g., cat) that rhyme.

Q: What rhymes with bat?

A: Rat.

Sound Matching
The student can identify which words, from a group of words, begin with the same sound.

Q: Which words start with the same sound? sit, sip, pass
A: Sit and sip.

Sound Matching Production
The student can produce another word with the same initial sound.

Q: Tell me another word that starts with the same sound as tickle.

A: Pickle.

Q: Try again. Pickle rhymes with tickle, but I want you to tell me a word that starts with p-p-pickle.

A: Okay. P-p-patrick.

Sound Isolation
The student can identify which word is heard at the beginning, middle, or end of a word.

Q: What sound do you hear at the beginning of chip?

A: /ch/

Q: What do you hear in the middle of chip?

A: /i/

Q: What do you hear at the end of chip?

A: /p/

Phoneme Blending
The student can blend isolated sounds into words.

Q: What is the secret word? /ch/ /a/ /p/

A: Chap.

Sound Addition or Substitution
The student can add or substitute one sound for another in words, songs, and rhymes

Parent: Momma sees a pickle.

Johnny: Johnny sees a nickel.

Parent: Momma sees a piece of corn.

Johnny: Johnny sees a shiny horn.

Parent: Momma sees two blue stars.

Johnny: Johnny sees four red cars.

Sound Segmentation
The student can isolate sounds in a spoken word.

Q: What sounds are in bat?

A: /b/ /a/ /t/

Phoneme Manipulation
The student can change the order of phonemes or manipulate sounds within or between words.

Q: Can you place a /h/ at the beginning of every word in this sentence in place of the /m/? Mary, Mary, Mark, Mark

A: Harry, Harry, Hark! Hark!

Q: Trudy, Trudy, Jim, Jim

A: Hoody, Hoody, Him, Him. 

     Researchers suggest teaching children phonemic awareness concepts out of the context of print. This, of course, would be quite challenging for any student who has auditory deficits, such as hearing loss, or who perhaps is much more inclined as a visual learner. Auditorily-challenged students would require some visual support during this process. Most students do develop some phonemic awareness prior to the introduction of print; however, most readers continue to develop phonemic awareness within the context of print exposure, particularly in the early stages of the reading process.

     The earlier a child acquires phonemic awareness, the better. The native language a child hears during early formative years creates a permanent auditory map. Patricia Kuhl (in Begley, 1997) at the University of Washington studied the neurological auditory maps that infants construct from phonemes. At birth, neurons in the auditory cortex have not yet been assigned jobs. As the infant and toddler hear different phonemes, clusters of neurons in the auditory cortex of the brain are recruited to respond to each phoneme. Each phoneme has its own assigned neuron cluster. Each cluster fires only when a nerve from the ear carries the sound of that particular phoneme. If phonemes are distinct from one another, such as /ra/ and /la/ in English, then the neuron clusters will lie far away from one another. If the two phonemes are almost identical, such as /ra/ and /la/ in Japanese, then the two sets of neuron clusters will lie closer together in the auditory cortex and the child will have difficulty distinguishing between the two phonemes (Begley, 1997, p. 30–31).

     As a child gets older, it becomes increasingly difficult for the individual to acquire a second language. Fewer unassigned neuron clusters are available for acquiring new phonemes. An older child or adult can actually be exposed to a new phoneme thousands of times and yet not be able to hear it, because a cluster of neurons has not been assigned to the task (Begley, 1997, p.30–31).  The implications of these findings mandate that parents and educators work together to insure the earliest possible exposure to the sounds or phonemes of the child’s primary languages, both home and mainstream languages. This scientific data from Patricia Kuhl on how the brain tracks phonemes, supports the claim of Masaru Ibuka who claims that the pre-school years are the most important time in a child’s life for learning (Mitchell & Salsbury, 1996). Kindergarten may be too late for intervention. The California State document, Every Child a Reader (1995), recognizes this in recommendation six—“a high-quality preschool experience should be available to all children and must be provided to every low-income child;” however, they fail to recognize the importance of the years before pre-school age (e.g., infancy to two years old). Clearly, mothers are the primary educators in this nation. Creating collaborative relationships between medical practitioners, educators, and parents would ideally provide children the best educational environment at home before entering preschool or kindergarten.

Phonics

     Phonics is understanding how sounds or phonemes are translated into written form (graphemes). Many educators and parents confuse the concepts of phonics and phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness is the understanding that language (sentences and words) is composed of smaller units of sound (phonemes); whereas, phonics is the grapheme/phoneme relationship
. Strong phonemic awareness naturally leads to rapid acquisition of phonics skills. A phonics lesson might have an objective like—the learner will master two ways to spell the long “a” sound—ate and eight. The student would then study that there are at least two (actually many more) ways to represent the long a sound graphophonically.

Decoding

     Decoding is an all-encompassing term describing the ability to decipher written language from the phoneme level to larger chunks of text. A strong phonics background is foundational to strong decoding skills, though some “sight learners” memorize the visual appearance of words and rely minimally upon phonics skills.

     There are several aspects of decoding skills, including but not limited to, individual letter sounds, blends, digraphs, roots, and affixes. As children develop their decoding skills, it is essential that they move from decoding one letter at a time, to groups of letters, to syllables, to words, to phrases, to passages.  


     Much of decoding involves visual dexterity. Mature readers read whole words, phrases, and, in some rare cases, entire paragraphs simultaneously as they have memorized consciously or unconsciously the relationship between the visual text and the meaning of the text. The more mature the reader, the less dependent the reader is upon the visual text (Smith, 1971).

     Young readers often read or decode aloud. In some instances, children do not understand what they are saying even though they are decoding accurately (Pressley & Wharton-McDonald, 1997). This is called word calling. Word calling is often characteristic of a child who has received instruction that has overemphasized phonics and decoding skills and underemphasized comprehension of the text.

     As one becomes a more advanced reader, sound is often eliminated. Sound is not heard audibly or even in one’s head. Meaning is the focal point of the reading process. As the reader quickly runs his or her eyes over the written lines, meaning-making instantly occurs in the person’s mind without conscious thought being given to the mechanics of individual letters or words.

Comprehension

     A reader experiences “meaning making” when comprehending visual print. As Frank Smith aptly wrote in 1971, “the problem of helping children learn to read is more a matter of teacher understanding than method” (page vii). A child can learn to “read” through a variety of methods, but learning to comprehend is another matter. For example, every educator has met a child that can “read” or word call; that is, they can pronounce or decode what they see, but they do not understand what they have said. This is the danger of overreliance on phonics methods. The child, so focused on phonics skills (particularly for those who have extended periods of phonics instruction even after mastery of phonics skills has occurred), fails to see reading as comprehension, but instead sees it as a verbal or silent/verbal (hearing the words in your head) word calling. They have failed to experience the true essence of reading, that is meaning-making.

     Comprehension occurs when a reader understands the message of the writer. The peculiarly individualistic nature of reading comprehension is that each reader interprets the printed page based upon his or her own experiential background. Thus, the different grid through which the passage is interpreted
 gives slightly different nuances to conceptual understandings received by the reader as opposed to conceptual understandings intended by the author. 

     The fact that readers interpret text differently, highlights the weakness of overreliance on standardized test scores, in that standardized tests generally call for one correct answer
. Some of our brightest students struggle with multiple choice questions in reading comprehension because they can very intelligently discuss a variety of interpretations for both the questions and the possible answers. Thus, the process of narrowing down a multiple choice question to a test writer’s preconceived “correct” answer can present a difficulty for a bright, creative thinker. 

     It must be emphasized that these stages of literacy as previously discussed—language acquisition, phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding, and comprehension—occur in varying lengths of time for each reader. That is why it is essential that the teaching of reading be approached from the point of view of a trained practitioner who understands the individualistic nature of the reading process. The meaning a reader derives from printed text varies from reader to reader based upon prior knowledge and experience. As psychologist Paul Kolers wrote “reading is only incidentally visual” (Kolers in Smith, 1971, p. 7).  Meaning making occurs behind the eyes—it is acquired by mixing meaning (derived from visual stimulation) with prior experience to create new cognitive structure. Thus, reading is thinking.

Traditional Reading Levels

     Reading levels have been traditionally defined in terms of grade levels. These grade level labels are used readily within the context of transmission models (direct instruction) for teaching reading. The following section gives the classroom practitioner a basic overview of what is expected across the grade levels, K-12.

Kindergarten

     Readiness for reading traditionally occurs in kindergarten though much readiness also occurs during the preschool years. Readiness concepts include concepts such as left/right and up/down. These readiness concepts come in quite handy when the child attempts to differentiate between “b,” “p,” “d,” and “q.” 

     Most kindergarten teachers expect children to master basic print concepts, learn to recognize and write the alphabet, learn basic letter/sound correspondence, and master a few basic sight words, such as number words, color words, days of the week, and the first ten to twenty words on a frequency word list (e.g., Dolch or Fry). In those schools emphasizing early literacy, some schools
 expect their kindergarten students to master up to 100 words from a frequency word list. There may also be the expectation that children will master consonant/vowel/consonant patterns (e.g., cvc patterns such as those found in the words cat, pass, and sit).

First Grade

      In first grade, students are traditionally expected to move through five reading levels: preprimer one, preprimer two, preprimer three, primer, and first grade level texts. Moving through these levels requires automaticity with minimally the first 100 frequency words (Fry list) as well as mastery of cvc and cvcv spelling patterns. Students also understand the usage of some affixes, such as –ing, -s, -es, and re-. First grade is a crucial year for reading as can be seen by the number of literacy levels through which a child is expected to move. If a child is not reading by the end of first grade, it can carry a stigma for many years to come. Unfortunately, there is some amount of reading that is developmental and some children simply are not ready to move through these graded readers. These children leave first grade still struggling at the preprimer or primer reading level. Whereas others, who were ready to read at an earlier age, may be reading at the third grade level coming in the door. More than likely, these accelerated readers were not only developmentally ready earlier than their peers, but they most likely had parents who read to them on a daily basis, interacted with them about their reading, and provided a great deal of print access. These “advanced” readers may also be more linguistically intelligent. In other words, they may have a tendency to be advanced in the area of language; whereas, other children may show more strengths in spatial, logical/mathematical, musical, or artistic intelligences. Each child is a unique package. Educators and parents must keep these unique strengths in the forefront and build upon these strengths, rather than focusing on the weaknesses and labeling children’s deficits before they have had a chance to blossom in their literacy skills.

Second and Third Grades

     During second grade and third grade, students are expected to master phonics skills, acquire a great deal of vocabulary, and develop automaticity in their reading and writing. During these grades, students are expected to move into short chapter books. If a child is not reading well by the end of third grade, he or she is generally tested for remedial needs. If he or she is identified as a remedial reader (two or more years behind grade level expectancy in reading), he or she may be marked for their academic career.
 However, the support offered by remedial reading teachers, resource teachers and specialists, may make a world of difference for the child who needs one-to-one or small group intervention. This tutorial support may be the key that unlocks the door to literacy for him or her, enabling the child to move from a haltering reader to a reader who enjoys the flow of automaticity.

Fourth Grade through Sixth Grade

     By upper elementary school, teachers stop emphasizing the phonics/decoding side of reading and begin to heavily emphasize how to use reading skills to acquire new knowledge (e.g., research, reports). Teachers at this level generally teach using the last series of grade level basals (if using a traditional approach) and integrate a series of novels into their program. If a student is not up to par in his or her reading skills by grades four through eight, the gap between the child’s current reading level and grade level expectation may never be filled. The student struggles with most subjects when reading is not up to grade level expectations and thus may be doomed to academic failure. The Matthew Effect comes heavily into play and one-on-one intervention is mandatory if the child is to “catch up” to grade level expectations.

Seventh Through Twelfth Grades

     Despite the fact that you may have a contract to teach elementary school, sitting in your classroom may be students who read at the junior high and high school levels. You are responsible to identify all the children’s instructional reading levels and take them to the next best step. 

     During junior high and high school, a student is expected to know how to read, seriously study, and write across all subject areas. Without these skills, or if sorely lacking in these basic skills, a student has a strong chance of becoming an early school leaver. Interestingly, there are a high number of illiterate inmates in our penal institutions—school failure is one predictor of antisocial behavior—this all the more reason to emphasize the necessity of working towards 100% literacy so that all children have the literacy skills necessary to be successful in life.
 

     As an elementary school teacher, you have the responsibility of identifying those children who may not be prepared to successfully enter junior high. You have the opportunity to provide these children the intervention they need to leave elementary school as a proficient reader. Interestingly, there is also a high dropout population amongst the gifted—often due to lack of challenge and meaning in the classroom. In the same way that you would undergird the at-risk reader, you also must identify those students who are far ahead of their classmates and provide challenging materials to help them reach the next best step in their literacy development.

     The insightful practitioner understands that many levels of reading proficiency will be represented in his or her classroom each year. The mark of an effective literacy instructor is meeting the needs of diverse learners.

Whole Language

     Whole language philosophy has been practiced around the world for centuries; however, New Zealand is credited with bringing the movement to the United States, beginning with their connections with Ohio State University. From Ohio, the whole language movement spread through the United States in varying degrees.

     The whole language philosophy is a mindset about the teaching of reading that focuses on the enjoyment of literature and the sharing of intact or whole stories. The child tastes the pleasure of reading and hungers for more. Rather than isolated skill chunks, the reader first delights in the full meal (the whole story) and then goes back and attaches meaning to bite-size chunks (e.g., individual phoneme/grapheme relationships, syllables, words, punctuation). Most importantly, the whole language teacher focuses on meaning throughout instruction and does not allow skills to be taught in isolation, but always in meaningful literary selections.

     With the influx of whole language into the United States, came a new set of terms for identifying reading levels of students—emergent readers, beginning readers, developing readers, fluent readers, and lifelong readers. These terms for identifying reading levels of students are still prevalent and are used in conjunction with traditional labels for levels of reading (e.g., preprimers and primers can be used with beginning readers, etc.).

Emergent Readers

     Emergent readers are children who may know some basic print concepts but who are not yet reading. For example, a student might know half of his alphabet and have basic print concepts, but to date, has not been able to actually read a simple book. Emergent readers “read” simple books but have actually memorized predictable or familiar texts. Young emergent readers are fond of simplistic story lines and repetition. 

     Emergent readers not only is a term used for children but is also a term used for book levels. Rigby and Wright publishing companies, up until the recent movement towards phonics-based instruction, greatly profited selling their eight- and sixteen-page readers with bright, colorful illustrations, photos, and predictable texts. Previous to the onslaught of Rigby and Wright publications, the market was a near barren wasteland for emergent readers, save the clever board books and “touch and feel” books. Other publishers, such as Creative Teaching Press, Inc. have also produced wonderful collections of emergent readers that have assisted young children worldwide in early reading acquisition.

     The advantage of the emergent reader books is that young children who are limited in their knowledge of literacy concepts have tremendous scaffolding or support in these readers through simple vocabulary, repetitive lines, and content support through illustrations. Such characteristics of the story make the books predictable. In other words, even without reading skills the predictability of the text assists the child in guessing the appropriate words, thereby building the child’s confidence through early decoding success.

     The risk of emergent readers is simply that they must not be overused. They must not be the only stories in a child’s reading diet. Children need to hear rich literature well above their reading level so that their listening vocabulary far exceeds their reading vocabulary. Additionally, if a child only reads emergent readers, his or her writing may reflect repetitive story lines that lack the rich plot structure of a well-developed story. Naturally, during the early years, simple story lines are common. However, over time, children’s writing will reflect a richer texture if they have been exposed to a rich literary diet.

Beginning Readers

     Beginning readers have a mastery of the alphabet, most sound symbol relationships, and can decode simple words (e.g., vowel-consonant-vowel patterns). Blends (e.g., /sl/, /pl/, /st/) and digraphs (e.g., /ch/, /sh/, /ph/) may cause some initial confusion and beginning readers must simply memorize digraphs so that they recognize ch as a unit, pronouncing it as /ch/, rather than as /k/ and /h/. Beginning readers are mastering “sounding out” words.  Syllable chunks may still present some difficulty. Beginning readers, along with being introduced to digraphs and blends, begin to work with affixes, such as -es, -ing and -ed. As fluency develops, these affixes will eventually be read as chunks, rather than individual letters. Beginning readers are comfortable at the preprimer, primer, and early first grade levels and enjoy rhyme and repetition which provide additional scaffolding and predictability. Theodor Geisel or Dr. Seuss, is a favorite author among beginning readers. The genius of Dr. Seuss’ books is the time it allows children to play with language and rhyme while reveling in fanciful stories with silly characters unencumbered by reality. The masterfully woven story lines capture the imagination of most any child while simultaneously imbedding rimes and onsets that form the foundation for decoding skills.

Developing Readers 

     Developing readers have mastered many decoding skills (e.g., blends, digraphs, affixes) and are moving towards fluency in the reading process. These readers are often found in second and third grade classes. Developing readers must overcome the hurdle of deciphering multisyllabic words by learning to read in visual “chunks.” Once chunking is mastered and, if vocabulary and reading comprehension have been appropriately developed along the way, fluency rapidly follows. Developing readers are often found in second and third grade. Characteristics of their oral reading include the ability to decode the majority of texts you place in front of them, yet they still may read in a halting style. Or, though they may decode the text, they may have little understanding of the text and so need a great deal of explanation to comprehend the text.

Fluent Readers 

     Fluent readers smoothly decode text. Fluent readers can pick up most any book and decode with ease. Fluent readers also read for meaning and are aware if they are struggling with comprehension. Fluent readers have the basic skills to be lifelong, independent learners. Fluent readers can enjoy text for many purposes such as acquiring new knowledge, exploring new viewpoints, and recreation. Fluent readers are generally seen in fourth grade and above, though many children do not reach this level until fifth or sixth grade. However, if children are not fluent readers by the end of fourth grade, it is extremely difficult for them in their academic career. During fourth grade and beyond, students are dependent upon their reading skills to gain knowledge in their social studies, science, and mathematics texts. Research reports are expected, and so lack of reading fluency greatly inhibits academic success in all content areas.

Lifelong Readers 

     Lifelong readers are motivated fluent readers. Reading has become a way of life, a habit to which they are pleasantly addicted. Would that all our children grow up loving books and relishing the moments they have to pour over the pages of printed text where new vistas unfold, carrying them to worlds about which they could only dream.

Conclusion

     In Patricia Pallaco’s picture book, The Bee Tree (1993), she describes her family tradition of placing a drop of honey upon a book. As the youngest member of the family holds the book, the child tastes the honey. 

     “How does it taste?” 

     “Sweet.” 

     The response of the elders is, “Ah, honey is sweet and so is knowledge. But like the bees, you must chase knowledge through the pages of a book.”

     The goal of literacy teachers is to produce independent, lifelong, reflective readers and writers who read and write for real purposes, enjoy reading, and use their skilled communication (receptive and expressive) to understand the world and make it a better place. 

Chapter One: Glossary of Terms

analytic learner—a person who learns best from part to whole

balanced literacy—a reading program that combines the best of analytic and global reading methodologies and strategies; a program that has explicit systematic skills taught in balance with a rich literature program

beginning reader—a child who has mastered basic print concepts and who usually reads at the preprimer or primer level

comprehension—meaning-making in the context of decoding

decoding—deciphering graphophonic cues in the English writing system

developing reader—a child who has mastered basic reading but may still be working on fluency and reading comprehension strategies

emergent reader—a child who does not yet read and is in the process of mastering basic print concepts and alphabet

encoding—writing down language

fluent reader—a person who can decode and comprehend most any text

global learner—a person who learns from whole to part

grapheme—the letter or letters that represent one phoneme

invented spelling—unconventional spellings of words that express a child’s phonetic knowledge

lifelong reader—a person who enjoys and benefits from the reading process and has made it a lifelong habit; the end goal of literacy instruction

onsets—initial consonants in a series of rhyming words (e.g., tame, same, came)

phoneme—the smallest unit of sound

phonemic awareness—awareness that words are broken up into smaller sound bites

phonemic blending—joining phonemes in speech to create a word

phonemic segmentation—the ability to break a word apart into its individual phonemes

phonics—the content of phonics-based instruction that emphasizes the relationship between sounds of the English language (phonemes) and their visual representations (graphemes)

print-rich environment—an environment or room that has a great deal of print in it, including books, magazines, posters, and so forth

readability—reference to the reading level of a passage

reading level—an approximate grade level value given to reading passages that give an indication as to which readers should successfully be able to navigate the text

rimes—the medial vowel and ending consonant that form the rhyming part of words (e.g., -ame in came, same, and tame)

whole language—a social constructivist philosophy of reading that moves from whole to part 
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Think It Over

1. Read Patricia Pollaco’s The Bee Tree. How is knowledge in a book like honey?

2. What does Scripture have to say about the importance of literacy and knowledge?

3. Why might Christ be called the Living Word?

4. If interpretation of written code is a highly personal process influenced by prior knowledge and understanding, how does this affect the believer when he/she is studying Scripture? Can this social constructivist literacy process coincide with Christian viewpoints of interpreting Scripture? Why or why not?

5. If elementary school teachers have students reading at a variety of grade levels in one class, what kind of responsibility does the teacher have to address these individual needs? Is this realistic? If not, what are some creative approaches?

6. Finish the sentences with similes or metaphors:

a. Fluent reading is like ____________________.

      b. A child who struggles to read is like ______________________.

      c.  The relationship between the reading teacher and the student who is learning to     

            read can be compared to ________________________________.

7.  Describe Keith Stanovich’s “Matthew Effect” where “the rich get richer and the   poor get poorer.” Do you think this model is an accurate comparison with what is happening in literacy education today? How might this model also be applied to spiritual growth?

8. How is spiritual development and literacy related?

�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� Do you mean a variety of career choices?  More desirable job choices?


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� How?  Possibly a stronger link with the following sentence would help.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� Transition seems a bit abrupt


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� The subject changes from "you" to "student"


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� varying???


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� May need to be expanded … explain the relationship


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� I'm not sure what this means at all


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� A bit awkward


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� those … some:  Are just a few of these schools that emphasize early literacy having these espectations?


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� he/she … their


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� A bit confusing … perhaps needs a lead-in sentence or dividing into two sentences.
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